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The Lands of Ancient Lothian: Interpreting the Archaeology of the A1
5.3
Battle axeheads
Battle axeheads are regarded as prestige weapons of the early Bronze Age: mounted on 
short wooden hafts, they would have made excellent weapons, but an important purpose 
(if not their main purpose) would have been to show off the status of their owners. They 
would have required skill and much patience to manufacture; two to three days’ intensive 
work would have been needed to peck, grind and drill one into shape (Fenton 1984, 230), 
and this would have contributed to their prestige value. 
The idea of using this type of artefact was adopted from the Continent, where it had 
been a characteristic grave good in single burials of the Corded Ware and early Beaker 
traditions of northern Europe (Case 2004), towards the end of the late third millennium 
bc. 
The earliest British examples of battle axeheads are associated with Beakers and 
probably date to around 2100 bc. The form of the Eweford battle axehead suggests it dates 
to c. 1900–1700 bc, so it falls within Roe’s (1966) ‘Intermediate’ category. Interestingly, 
a slenderer, decorated version of this same basic type of battle axehead was found not far 
from Eweford at Longniddry around ad 1800; like the Eweford specimen, it is described 
as being of diorite (ibid, no 387; Anon 1894, 239–42, fig 5). 
Recent radiocarbon dating of cremated human bones associated with several Scottish 
battle axeheads as part of the NMS Dating Cremated Bones Project (Sheridan in press 
a; b), and also by Vicky Cummings as part of her Cairnderry project, has confirmed the 
basic correctness of Roe’s overall developmental scheme, and suggests that ëIntermediateí 
battle axeheads and ‘Developed’ examples date to c. 1850/1800–1600 bc. The date of 
1880–1620 bc from the cremated bone that accompanied the Eweford specimen is well 
in accord with the dating of the kind of urns found in its vicinity (cf Sheridan 2003). 
As for whether battle axeheads were an exclusively or mainly male possession (as seems 
to be the case with early Bronze Age daggers), there are too few well-sexed associated 
burials for one to be sure, and it is unfortunate that the remains associated with the 
Eweford West axehead could not be sexed. To judge from the nature of the damage and 
its overall appearance (Figure 5.8) – the surface weathering is not what one would have 
expected from normal weathering through groundwater leaching – it seems quite likely 
that this axehead had accompanied the deceased through the funeral pyre, and that it was 
slightly damaged by burning. 
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the cremation stoked the pyre (Duffy, see Chapter 12 and 
Archive). 
Cremation deposit (043) 1880–1620 bc (SUERC-5324): 
this pit (025) was dug into the remains of previous 
generations (see Chapter 3), and it involved a more 
complex sequence of events. The diggers set this pit next 
to the first one (064), so close that they clipped its edge.
In its base, they deposited (043) some remains 
(350g) of an adult who had suffered from periodontal 
disease (alveolar resorbtion) and spinal joint disease, as 
evidenced by Schmorl’s nodes. Shortly afterward, they put 
in another deposit (042) of human bone (236g), including 
the remains of two adults. Then they placed the head of a 
stone battle-axe (SF 145; see text box 5.3 and Figures 5.8 
and 5.9) on top of the burnt bones, and set a fire in the 
pit which scorched the deposits (042) and perhaps also 
the battle-axe. Finally, they laid another deposit (041), 
consisting of the burnt remains of an adult (196g) and a 
burnt fragment of goat/sheep bone, over the battle-axe.
Then a pyre (036), described above, was built over the 
pit (025), sealing it (Figure 5.5). 
Cremation deposit (026), 1880–1620 bc (SUERC-5325): 
again digging into the remains of previous generations, 
someone scooped out this pit (040) and put less than 
